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Reviews

Book Review: Bricktop’s Paris: African American Women
in Paris between the Two World Wars
By Angela Tate

For Americans, Paris holds the promise of creative freedom,
culture, egalitarianism, and beauty. Thomas Jefferson discovered
this in the eighteenth century; Edith Wharton in the nineteenth
century; and the Lost Generation – Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Stein –
in the twentieth century, after the devastation of the First World
War.
For African-Americans, Paris has literally held the promise
of freedom. Thomas Jefferson experienced many sleepless nights
when James and Sally Hemings discovered they were free the day
Jefferson brought them to Paris. Over one hundred years later,
African-American soldiers and stevedores landed “over there” to
fight the Germans, and discovered French people’s eagerness to
snub the A.E.F.’s racist mandates against fraternization.
T. (Tracy) Denean Sharpley-Whiting, a Gertrude Conaway
Vanderbilt Distinguished Professor of French and African
American and Diaspora Studies at Vanderbilt University, continues
and hones the conversation about African-Americans in twentieth
century Paris initiated by the following texts: Tyler Stovall’s Paris
Noir: African Americans in the City of Light; Theresa LeiningerMiller’s New Negro Artists in Paris: African Americans in the City
of Light, 1922–1934; William Shack’s From Harlem to
Montmartre: A Paris Jazz Story; and Michel Fabre’s From Harlem
to Paris: Black American Writers in France, 1840–1980.
African-American women, according to Sharpley-Whiting,
discovered a freedom in Paris particular to their race, class, and
gender. Bricktop’s Paris presents the story of twenty-five black
women for whom Paris, between the years 1919-1939, played a
“singular role in the shaping of their lives as women, as a
community, and as American artists, writers, and thinkers.”1
By making Ada “Bricktop” Smith, a cabaret singer and nightclub
owner who lived in Paris from 1925 to 1940, the focal point,
Bricktop’s Paris is provided with a stable character around which
T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Bricktop’s Paris: African American Women in
Paris between the Two World Wars (Albany, NY: Suny Press, 2015), 24.
1
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the dramatis personae – many of whom were prevented from a
prolonged stay by economic and racial barriers – can naturally
revolve. These black women found a community, a post office, job
opportunities, connections with the Who’s Who of the Lost
Generation, and even a kitchen, as in the case of singer Ethel
Waters, who wearied of Parisian food and used the nightclub’s
kitchen to cook her favorite Southern dishes after performances, at
Bricktop’s.
Sharpley-Whiting breaks the book into five themed
sections: “Les Dames, Grand and Small, of Montmartre: The Paris
of Bricktop,” “The Gotham-Montparnasse Exchange,” “Women of
the Petit Boulevard: The Artist’s Haven,” “Black Paris: Cultural
Politics and Prose,” and “Epilogue: Homeward Tug at a Poet’s
Heart—The Return.” These sections follow Bricktop and other
black female entertainers, writers, and artists in Paris, the PanAfrican movement within the context of Paul Robeson’s wife,
Eslanda, whose writing focused on a specific notion of Black Paris
that was both American and African/Colonial, and the forces that
pushed most of them back to America—Hitler’s invasion of France
in 1940 being the most pressing.
Though there is considerable overlap in the relationships
between the twenty-five women, the connection to Ada “Bricktop”
Smith grows nebulous in chapter three, titled “Women of the Petit
Boulevard: The Artist's Haven,” which focuses on artists Lois
Mailou Jones, Selma Hortense Burke, Augusta Savage, and Nancy
Elizabeth Prophet. This chapter also breaks with the slightly
exuberant tone of Bricktop’s story, particularly in the case of
Prophet, who suffered from acute poverty and starvation, and
struggled to secure funds to pursue her art overseas. Prophet, like
Anita Thompson Reynolds, who is briefly profiled in the chapter
about writers, is also the most adamant about not being classified
as “Negro” in identity and in artistic production. This refusal to be
labeled outside of the United States creates a tension between the
overall argument of Bricktop’s Paris, and presents another
argument about race, identity, and place that is not fully explored.
Ultimately, the African-American women abroad obtained
just a taste of freedom from Jim Crow America. Precarious
finances, family obligations back home, and an increasingly chilly
atmosphere towards foreigners often burdened their experiences in
interwar Paris. Sharpley-Whiting nevertheless succeeds in her goal
of restoring these women to the historical narrative of Americans
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in Paris, in spite of their unique challenges due to their race, class,
and gender. To fully reinforce this restoration, Sharpley-Whiting
devotes the second half of Bricktop’s Paris to an engaging mystery
narrated by Ada “Bricktop” Smith. She plays with public memory
and the power of place in 1920s Paris much in the manner Woody
Allen’s 2011 film Midnight in Paris, which Sharpely-Whiting
points out in the introduction, merely alludes to Chez Bricktop’s
and Josephine Baker.
Bricktop’s Paris is a robust vignette of biography and
place, enhanced by the colorful and indomitable personality of Ada
“Bricktop” Smith. The myriad of layers of these women’s
experiences that Sharpley-Whiting uncovers deepens the
perspectives of African-American women in the global
community, as well as the unique intersection of race, class, and
gender with identity in specific places. The text is augmented by
maps, illustrations, and photographs, which lend a material texture
to these women and the places they created and gathered, and what
they produced.
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